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naziSm and the twentieth Century

This study will focus on experiences of Nazism and the lessons those 
experiences gave rise to. The origins of National Socialism, its manifes-
tations and its organisational forms will not form the subjects of analy-
sis. The spotlight here will be turned on how posterity has experienced 
and processed Nazism, with particular regard to the conclusions that 
were drawn from the Nazi experience in the wake of the Second World 
War. The emphasis will be on the ideological and intellectual arena in 
Sweden, but the discussion throughout will be set against the general 
background of postwar Europe. 

My task in this first chapter is to define these statements of intent and 
to develop them further. By the end of the chapter I will have broken 
them down into more concrete historical problems, but before doing 
so it will be necessary to place Nazism and its after-effects in a broader 
historical and scholarly context, Swedish as well as international. That 
discussion will provide this study with its overarching perspective.

The chapter falls into three parts. The first section deals with what 
might be called the Nazi epoch and I shall attempt to find answers 
to how the significance of Nazism in European and Swedish history 
up the end of the Second World War might best be interpreted. That 
discussion forms the necessary background to the second section, in 
which – on the basis of existing research – I shall consider the continued 
presence of the Nazi experience during the early postwar period, both 
in Sweden and in a wider international context. The conclusions drawn 
in these first two parts lead on to the third section, in which the two 
fundamental historical problems of this study are defined: What did 
the Nazi experience involve? What conclusions were drawn from it?

In this first chapter, therefore, there is an alternation between his-
torical contextualisation and historiographical discussion. There is an 
underlying tension between these two that is both unavoidable and 
fruitful. For contextualisation, the dovetailing of a defined and limited 
topic into a wider historical whole, is never a simple and uncomplicated 
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2  •  Sweden after Nazism

undertaking. The wider context cannot merely be brushed in as an 
innocuous background wash since it will always be the thing that 
defines the direction the analysis will take and the conclusions that 
can be drawn. It is therefore of the utmost importance that the his-
torical context is allowed to take shape in dialogue with appropriate 
and substantial research traditions. Conversely, the historiographical 
discussion must not be allowed to stop at the level of being no more 
than a catalogue of earlier literature on the subject. It should ideally be 
possible to arrive at a state of interplay between the research overview 
and the contextualisation that will result in an analytic orientation with 
regard to the problem.

The Nazi Epoch

Nazism occupies a central position in virtually every significant inter-
pretation of European history in the twentieth century. Despite the fact 
that geographically speaking National Socialism was mainly confined 
to one country (Germany) and that its time as the dominant party ide-
ology only lasted twelve years (1933–1945), it has set its stamp on much 
of our understanding of the modern history of the continent. That can 
be explained to some extent by the close association between the Third 
Reich and the Second World War, the devastating conflict which often 
seems to be the most important watershed of the century. Since 1945, 
moreover, National Socialism has had an effect on many of the decisive 
historiographical and intellectual discussions of the age – democracy 
and dictatorship, power and morality, war and imperialism, culture 
and civilisation, welfare and modernity. Because of its extremist nature, 
it has been impossible to ring-fence Nazism: it has remained a con-
stant presence as the extreme point of comparison and as a historical 
warning.1 

The specific meaning of Nazism in twentieth-century European his-
tory has, however, varied from one interpretation to another. Popular 
and political accounts of the Third Reich have presented it as the 
epitome of dictatorship and the absolute antithesis of democracy.2 But 
scholarly debate has been dominated by perceptions of an altogether 
more elaborate order. Theorists of totalitarianism analysed National 
Socialism as one variant of a totalitarian system and they pointed to 
clear structural and ideological similarities with communism.3 Marxist 
interpreters considered Nazism to be a form of the fascism that lay im-
manent in all capitalist societies. The conflict between communism and 
fascism occupied a central position in this historiography.4 
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In a different interpretative tradition, however, National Socialism 
has been seen primarily as a peculiarly German development, a German 
Sonderweg. It was only possible to explain Hitler by taking into account 
the militarist and autocratic traits in German history.5 Nazism has even 
been allocated a place in various theories of modernisation: for many 
years it was considered to be a reactionary, anti-progressive force, but 
since the 1970s there has been an increasingly common tendency to 
stress its ambivalent attitude to modernity or its character as an alter-
native modernity.6 In addition to these, there are more marginal inter-
pretations: National Socialism as a political religion, as a consequence 
of secularisation, as a product of the soulless mass society and so on.7

All of the main interpretations have added to our understanding 
of National Socialism. It is, however, quite clear that they need to be 
supplemented further if we hope to find ways of understanding the 
place of Nazism in modern European history. There has been a marked 
tendency to view Nazism as a gross aberration from what was pre-
sumed to be the main sweep of history. In my view, however, reducing 
National Socialism to a mere epiphenomenon or inflating it into some 
grotesque manifestation of power would both be misleading. My posi-
tion is one of agreement with the fundamental reading of the twentieth 
century which views Nazism and its ideological legacy in a wider his-
torical context. In particular, it is important to develop a perspective on 
the Nazi epoch that can form the basis for the main aim of the current 
study, which is to analyse experiences of National Socialism and the 
conclusions that were later drawn from them. The stimulus for doing 
so is to be found in developments in the international research of recent 
years. 

An Ideological Eternal Triangle

With the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union it 
was not only the political map that was redrawn: the very precondi-
tions for evaluating the roles played by the ideologies of the twentieth 
century changed. The recognition that a historical epoch had come to 
an end prompted the need to take stock of the twentieth century.8

One of the contributions to receive most attention was made by 
the philosopher Francis Fukuyama. Inspired by Alexandre Kojève’s 
readings of Hegel, Fukuyama declared that history was at an end. 
That did not mean that humankind was now becalmed or that events 
would cease to occur. What Fukuyama meant was that the fundamental 
conflicts that had characterised the twentieth century had come to a 
close. ‘Liberal democracy was challenged by two major rival ideologies 
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– fascism and communism – which offered radically different visions 
of a good society’, Fukuyama stated. The end of the Cold War meant 
that liberal democracy and the market economy remained as the only 
surviving form of society. History was at an end because as a result of 
the victory of liberalism and democracy humanity had achieved the 
highest forms of recognition and prosperity.9

The debate stirred up by Fukuyama’s thought-provoking ideas 
attracted many intellectual critics during the 1990s but professional 
historians rarely became involved, and on the occasions they did apos-
trophise ‘the end of history’ it was often in a sense different from that 
used by Fukuyama. Without taking his philosophy of history on board, 
many professional commentators did however espouse the overarch-
ing perspective on contemporary European history that he set out. In a 
similar way to Fukuyama, the authors of many recent monographs and 
surveys have viewed the twentieth century as the drama of an ideolog-
ical eternal triangle. The First World War marks the starting point, the 
ur-catastrophe that swept away the old order and turned Europe into 
what Tomáš Masaryk called ‘a laboratory atop a vast graveyard’. In 
the wake of the Great War the three main players emerged – fascism, 
communism and liberal democracy in all their various shapes and 
forms – and the ideological power struggle between them was to put 
its stamp on the following decades.10

Mark Mazower, one of the historians who has analysed the modern 
history of Europe in terms of the ideological eternal triangle, has 
stressed the significance of Nazism for the European twentieth century. 
The idea that National Socialism can be explained away as a deviation 
from the Western norm is, in his view, untenable – it fits far too well into 
the main course of European history not to be taken with the utmost 
seriousness. Nazism was both an answer to and an outpouring of the 
most powerful ideas, interests and institutions of the time. Mazower 
argues that Nazism, like communism, ‘involved real efforts to tackle 
the problems of mass politics, of industrialization and social order’.11 
It is therefore hardly surprising that many observers between the wars 
saw common features in communism, fascism and liberal democracy. 
There were those who pointed to the resemblance between Roosevelt’s 
‘National Recovery Administration’ and Mussolini’s corporatist aspi-
rations, or between Hitler’s building of the Autobahn and large-scale 
American and Soviet ventures of the same kind.12

Mazower’s arguments are in agreement with the main thrust of the 
international research work into Nazism and its significance to the 
postwar period that has been actively pursued since the beginning of 
the 1990s. National Socialism has increasingly come to be seen as an 
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integral part of European history, not as a uniquely German Sonderweg. 
Many individual studies have demonstrated similarities between the 
Third Reich and other countries during the same period, similarities in 
a range of areas, such as the use of violence, personality cults and racial 
hygiene.13 At the same time there have been a number of historians who 
have contended that Nazism should be analysed as one of a number of 
competing forms of social organisation during the twentieth century. 
As a model for social organisation Nazism was situated in a shifting 
ideological zone in which it shared political methods and elements of 
thought with other rival viewpoints. It can be seen as a distinct histor-
ical ideology, given coherence by its own body of norms, visions and 
governance.14

This view represents the lowest common denominator in the ma-
jority of studies of fascism published since the end of the Cold War. 
In spite of differences of definition and approach, the perspective on 
twentieth-century European history they adopt is one in which fascism 
is seen as a society model in its own right. In this respect Nazism is 
often considered to be the German variant of a phenomenon common 
all over Europe in the interwar period. As such it was related to the 
fascist movements and regimes in Italy, Romania, Austria and most 
other countries on the continent, but it also showed features that were 
specifically German. Seen in the broader context these movements 
had enough in common for it to be possible to talk of fascism as a third 
alternative existing alongside communism and liberal democracy.15 

To see Nazism in this light is to be open to the views held at the 
time; in the words of the historian George L. Mosse, it is to ‘attempt 
to understand the movement on its own terms’. International research 
has stressed the importance of elucidating precisely what gave fascism 
its political potential and psychological attraction. If we merely seek 
economic and social explanations we shall be led astray. A better way 
of approaching fascism is to see it as one of the ideological standpoints 
available in the years between the wars.16 

During the Second World War, however, Nazism emerged as an 
increasingly strident and radical opposite pole, a model of society 
based on values utterly different from those of communism and of 
liberal democracy. In the aftermath of the war the image of National 
Socialism became even more polarised. Both in Eastern and in Western 
Europe powerful narratives with intrinsic lessons of their own took 
shape. Victory over Nazi Germany became proof of the superiority of 
one’s own system, whether that system was the communist people’s 
democracy on one side or liberal democracy and the rule of law on 
the other. The polar opposition between one’s own version of society 
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and the Third Reich that became fixed at the end of the Second World 
War would retain its hold over people’s minds and be the determining 
factor in years to come.17

From my point of view there are a number of important conclusions 
to be drawn from the international research on Nazism. One funda-
mental insight is that National Socialism must be viewed as one of sev-
eral competing models of society and cannot simply be written off as 
a hotchpotch of disconnected ideas. Even for those who emphatically 
rejected it, National Socialism was a very real and living alternative, an 
ideology that believed it had a particular solution to offer to the prob-
lems of modernity. At the same time it is essential that we take seriously 
the way Nazism was understood in its own time. Research shows that a 
polarisation – we might even say demonisation – of Nazism occurred in 
the aftermath of the Second World War. As a starting point, then, we can 
say that interpretations of National Socialism must be seen in the light 
of the conditions that created them; that the understanding was formed 
by actually coming into contact and confrontation with Nazism; that 
the conclusions do not contradict one another. At the time there may 
well have been good reasons for rejecting National Socialism vigor-
ously while nevertheless still recognising that it was a player on the 
ideological field. Indeed, it was precisely because National Socialism 
was conspicuous as a competing but essentially different type of soci-
ety that it was so important to condemn it.18

All this changed completely when what may be called ‘the Nazi 
epoch’ came to an end at the close of the war. That epoch – from the 
early 1930s to 1945 – was the period in European history when National 
Socialism, both as a very visible power factor and as an ideological 
manifestation, put its stamp on the political and intellectual affairs of 
the continent.19

Against this background it is time now to focus on Sweden and to 
ask what role Nazism played in Swedish politics and intellectual debate 
during the period in question. The discussion will then lead on to one 
of the central problems of this study: what were the implications of the 
experiences of Nazism?

Sweden and Nazism

Sweden had stayed out of the First World War. Universal suffrage was 
introduced in 1919 but the 1920s, as in many other European countries, 
was characterised by fierce antagonisms and an unstable parliamentary 
situation. In 1932 Per Albin Hansson formed a purely Social Democratic 
government. In order to combat unemployment and to safeguard 
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national unity he came to a crisis agreement with the Agrarian Party. 
When the Second World War broke out in September 1939 Sweden 
declared itself neutral and, in contrast to its neighbours, avoided oc-
cupation during the years that followed. 1939 saw the formation of a 
coalition government in which all of the parliamentary parties except 
the Communist Party were represented. Hansson, whom the Swedes 
usually refer to simply as Per Albin, remained prime minister through-
out the war.

There is a very considerable body of scholarly literature on Sweden’s 
relations with Nazism and Nazi Germany before, during and after the 
Second World War. A bibliographical survey carried out in 2002 pro-
duced 1,347 references. While some of these may well be of a rather 
general order, it is nevertheless obvious that the listed items are only 
a selection. There are, moreover, a number of further studies that have 
appeared since that date.20

It is impossible to sustain a clear-cut line of demarcation in research 
terms between Nazism and the Second World War. The history of 
National Socialism naturally cannot be reduced to the history of the 
Second World War and vice versa, but in scholarly terms the two fields 
have sometimes overlapped to the extent that it is difficult to separate 
them. In the Swedish case, for a long time the emphasis was put on the 
war years. There are therefore good reasons for starting with a discur-
sive synthesis of the historiography of the Second World War before 
proceeding from there to connect that historiography to the tendencies 
historical scholarship has shown in its research into Nazism. That will 
in turn lead on to the core question of this section: what conclusions 
can we come to about the importance of National Socialism in Swedish 
history prior to 1945?21

Research into the modern history of Sweden took off seriously in the 
middle of the 1960s. This was particularly true of the history of the war 
years. A major project, ‘Sweden during the Second World War’ (Sverige 
under andra världskriget, SUAV), provided an important knowledge 
base and during the 1970s some twenty doctoral dissertations were pro-
duced within the framework of that project, on topics such as Swedish 
opinion, supplies policy and foreign relations during the war years. 
In spite of the scale of the project it has since been a cause of regret 
that it could not be brought to a full conclusion. No overarching syn-
thesis of the results was ever produced.22 When writing his major and 
to some degree semi-official Svensk utrikespolitik 1939–1945 (Swedish 
Foreign Policy 1939–1945, 1973) the historian Wilhelm M. Carlgren had 
access to a wider range of source material than the ‘Sweden during the 
Second World War’ researchers but in general he worked from similar 
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premisses. The same is to a great extent true of Alf W. Johansson’s 
broad-based study Per Albin och kriget (Per Albin and the War, 1985).23

A notable change of direction in research terms occurred during 
the 1990s. One of the pioneering works of the new direction was the 
polemical volume Heder och samvete (Honour and Conscience, 1991) by 
the journalist Maria-Pia Boëthius, who castigated the Swedish policy 
of appeasement during the war years. In her view the ‘Sweden during 
the Second World War’ project was in itself part of the ‘conspiracy of 
silence’ that had sustained the consciously adjusted Swedish wartime 
image.24 Her book was a scathing indictment that not everyone in the 
scholarly community was prepared to accept, but in the long run it 
helped prompt soul-searching even among historians.

One of the most important new insights was that the lion’s share of 
Swedish research into the Second World War up until that point had 
been carried out within the strict paradigm of small-state realism. In a 
self-critical reflection in 1995 Alf W. Johansson characterised the typical 
postwar view of the wartime years as follows: ‘Faced with a ruthlessly 
aggressive Great Power, Sweden had no alternative but to give way.’25 
This was good politics in that it saved the peace. But to maintain such 
a view and be consistent, however, meant that the ideological perspec-
tive on the war simply had to be shelved.26 

It was precisely this kind of attitude that much of the criticism in 
the 1990s had in its sights. The interpretative framework of small-state 
realism meant that essential aspects of the Second World War did not 
figure in the analysis. Scholars had been far too obliging when they 
closed ranks in support of the interpretation of the conflict in terms 
of realpolitik promulgated by the wartime coalition government. By 
doing so they failed both to challenge this view and to ask urgent moral 
questions. This became particularly clear in the discussions about the 
Swedish share (or otherwise) of guilt with regard to the Holocaust. 
During the 1990s a number of people criticised the ‘Sweden during 
the Second World War’ project because none of its studies analysed 
Sweden in relation to the genocide of Europe’s Jews. During the 1970s 
the Holocaust was not considered to be part of Swedish history.27

Along with the moral dimension came the ideological one. The re-
search project ‘Sweden during the Second World War’ was precisely 
what its title stated. Since Swedish Nazi parties had played such a 
limited role as a domestic political movement it had not been seen as a 
central object for study. The historians involved in the project obviously 
paid a great deal of attention to relations with Nazi Germany, but how 
the Nazi experience changed Sweden itself was an issue of subordinate 
interest. In this respect, too, small-state realism caused the field of view 

This open access edition has been made available under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license 
thanks to the support of Lund University. https://doi.org/10.3167/9781785331428. Not for resale.



Nazism and the Twentieth Century  •  9

to be restricted and questions about what effect the ideological trials 
of strength had had on Swedish identity and orientation remained 
unanswered.

This last point is also linked to factors within the discipline itself. For 
most of the postwar period, particularly from the 1960s onwards, his-
torical scholarship in Sweden rested on a foundation of anti-idealism. 
In the social and structural research that was dominant in historical 
scholarship at that time, ideas were frequently considered to be the 
reflection of social strata and economic interests. That was not the case 
in all of the ‘Sweden during the Second World War’ dissertations: in 
several of them, prewar and wartime opinion formation was a central 
concern.28 Despite that, however, what was being focused on there was 
the formation of political opinion and it was not until the 1990s and 
the reorientation towards the history of ideas and cultural history that 
attention was directed at wider aspects.

Taken together, all this served to give historical research on Sweden 
and the Second World War a quite distinctive character. In spite of the 
substantial amount of empirical mapping carried out from the end of 
the 1960s, the narrowness of the historical approach resulted in limited 
understanding. The rigid paradigm – realpolitik – discouraged histo-
rians from adopting a perspective on the history of the Swedish 1930s 
and 1940s that would have enabled them to view the period in the light 
of the ideological divisions that characterised the Europe of the time.29

What we can see here is the origin of a marked historiographical 
split: the study of Sweden and the Second World War ran along dif-
ferent lines from the study of Sweden and Nazism. For long sections 
we can talk of two parallel tracks of research and it is not until the 
end of the 1980s that we can see any real signs of them starting to 
converge, after which they began more and more to merge. The result 
was that the scholarly work of the 1990s on Sweden during the Second 
World War focused increasingly on Sweden’s relations with National 
Socialism and the Third Reich. The difference in the names of the two 
major scholarly projects – ‘Sweden during the Second World War’ in 
the 1970s and ‘Sweden’s Relations with Nazism, Nazi Germany and 
the Holocaust’ in the 2000s – reflects this change.30 In order to be able 
to answer one of the central questions of the present chapter – what 
was the importance of Nazism in Swedish history up to the end of the 
Second World War? – it will be necessary to provide a little more detail 
about the main historiographical tendencies.31 

The history of Swedish Nazism was for many years the history of the 
Swedish Nazi parties. As early as 1942 the journalist Holger Carlsson 
published a pioneering survey of the various Swedish National Socialist 
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groupings and in the decades following the Second World War the pic-
ture of the Nazi, fascist and nationalist organisations was filled out and 
completed. On the basis of research available in the 1980s, the political 
scientist Ulf Lindström concluded that National Socialism as a parlia-
mentary movement had been a marginal phenomenon in Sweden: the 
Nazi parties polled their best results in a parliamentary election in 1936, 
winning no more than 0.7% of the votes.32

The charting of Nazism as a parliamentary force was supplemented 
to some extent by analyses of press, cultural and church spheres. These 
studies, carried out in the 1970s, were often angled in favour of the 
political and spiritual opposition to National Socialism.33 On the other 
hand, studies of a more critical nature investigating the attraction of 
Nazi Germany were rare.34

The substance of the research into Sweden and Nazism was unam-
biguous: National Socialism was an alien feature in Swedish political 
culture and its adherents were insignificant both in number and in 
influence, whereas Swedish cultural and social life had produced a 
number of resistance activists. Viewed in the broader European context, 
Swedish Nazism was a marginal phenomenon.

By the end of the 1980s, however, this perception was being chal-
lenged in a manner that produced different answers to the question of 
the significance of Nazism in Swedish history. The changes occurred on 
a number of levels, helped shift the focus of research, led to reassess-
ments, and brought a new and critical tone into the debate.35 

The first step involved a more wide-ranging investigation of Swedish 
Nazi sympathisers. In 1990 the historian Heléne Lööw published her 
study Hakkorset och Wasakärven (The Swastika and the Vasa Sheaf), a 
more comprehensive analysis of Swedish National Socialism (primar-
ily the parties led by Birger Furugård and Sven Olov Lindholm) than 
had appeared earlier. Lööw argued that the membership of Swedish 
Nazi groups was more numerous than earlier studies suggested. The 
years following Lööw’s work saw the publication of both scholarly and 
more popular works that moved the spotlight from organised National 
Socialism to the right-wing or academic bourgeoisie. Against the 
background of the findings of the 1990s, Lena Berggren, a historian of 
ideas, thought there was good reason to question the established view 
that Swedish ultra-nationalism (comprising the various shadings of 
Nazism, fascism and radical conservatism) was no more than a fringe 
phenomenon.36

Taken together these studies broadened the understanding of 
Swedish attitudes to National Socialism. This was even more true in 
the case of the significant amount of research emerging at that time 
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into Swedish anti-Semitism, race biology and sterilisation for reasons 
of racial hygiene. During the 1990s and 2000s a number of different 
and distinct studies analysed the repertoire of anti-Semitic stereotypes 
and patterns of action visible in the first half of the century. In parallel 
with this, other historians were turning the spotlight on Swedish race 
biology and sterilisation motivated by racial hygiene.37

It is unlikely that questions concerning Swedish anti-Semitism and 
racism would have been pursued with such vigour were it not for 
the Holocaust. During the 1990s discussion of the Second World War 
came to centre on the genocide of the Jews. Ever since the end of the 
1970s the Holocaust as a historical and moral phenomenon had been 
looming ever larger on the international scene and after the end of 
the Cold War it moved into the very centre of the debate, becoming 
a kind of ethical starting point for any assessment of the modern his-
tory of Europe; that, in turn, meant that scholarly research took on a 
moral dimension that had often been missing earlier. The trends and 
structures of the world between the wars were now being viewed in 
the light of the Holocaust.38

The Swedish position in relation to the Holocaust consequently 
became a crucial field of research. The first major study was published 
by the historian Steven Koblik as early as 1987 and a number of others 
appeared from the middle of the 1990s.39 In the early 2000s political 
movements were no longer the main focus, the perspective having wid-
ened further. Scholars of many disciplines were involved in problem-
atising the situation while simultaneously emphasising that virtually 
every corner of Swedish society was affected by developments in their 
larger neighbour to the south.40

There can be absolutely no doubt, therefore, that research into 
Sweden and Nazism has undergone a metamorphosis.41 A scholarly 
change of scene of this kind is highly significant and has to be sum-
marised in several stages. As far as Swedish accounts of the Second 
World War are concerned, it is possible – to borrow a concept from 
the historian Etienne François – to talk of a general shift in emphasis 
from patriotism to universalism. During the postwar period the war 
was seen from the point of view of small-state realism, a perspective 
that measured Swedish action against a yardstick that was very dif-
ferent from the universal yardstick that became the standard during 
the 1990s and the 2000s. The changes opened the way for the moral 
and ideological aspects of the war to be discussed and, in particular, 
it seemed that the Holocaust would form the point of departure for 
both the scholarly and the public debate. As far as Swedish research 
was concerned, it not only meant that concentration was now brought 
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to bear on anti-Semitism, concessions and refugee policies but that, as 
the moral perspective gained the upper hand, the main focus of inter-
est shifted from Swedish resistance to Nazism, to Swedish adaptation 
to Nazism. And, in a more general sense, it is possible to see research 
on the Second World War and research on National Socialism going 
hand in hand for the first time.42

The above description of the historiographical context has been nec-
essary in order to put our historical understanding in a proper perspec-
tive and to illustrate important aspects of the intellectual processing 
of National Socialism. The overarching aim, however, is to utilise the 
insights provided by this research as a basis for reaching conclusions 
about the role of Nazism in Swedish history. The crux of the matter, 
therefore, is what are the conclusions that may be drawn from the 
scholarly debate I have outlined? One very obvious problem is that 
most of the literature is in the form of special studies and there is an 
almost complete absence of any works of synthesis dealing with the 
ideological landscape of Sweden. Despite that, certain conclusions can 
be suggested.43

Nazism was manifestly present in the political and intellectual life 
of Sweden during the dozen or so years before 1945. For some people 
Nazism represented a challenge to ideals they cherished; for others 
it represented both a temptation and the hope of a future new order. 
Nazism in the party-political sense was certainly weak and without 
any great influence, but many on the radical right and in conservative 
academic, military and church circles retained significant levels of sym-
pathy for it even during the war years.44 Though it has seldom been 
stated, it can be argued that the effect of more recent research has been 
to normalise the Swedish interwar period, to make it conform more 
to the standard developments in the Europe of that time, which was a 
time of ideological division.

It is important, however, to draw attention to the ambivalences and 
the tensions. Many of the phenomena that the 1990s and 2000s tended 
to associate with Nazism were more or less widespread between the 
wars. Anti-Semitic clichés were common and Jews fleeing persecution 
were still being excluded as late as the start of the 1940s, but anti-Sem-
itism never gained a lasting foothold in the sphere of national politics. 
Race biology enjoyed broad political support during the 1920s but 
was meeting an increasing level of resistance by the middle of the 
1930s.45 Many of the patterns of thought that we now associate with 
National Socialism were not restricted to the Nazi sphere but were 
part and parcel of a wider contemporary vocabulary. It is, moreover, 
difficult to discuss how widespread something was without relating 
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it to something else. That in turn is made more difficult by the almost 
complete absence of any comprehensive systematic comparisons that 
view the Swedish situation in an international perspective.46

One important exception to that is the political scientist and histo-
rian Norbert Götz and his conceptual history of the construction of 
the National Socialist Volksgemeinschaft (people’s community) and the 
Swedish folkhem (people’s home). Drawing on a very wide-ranging 
body of material he investigated the background to both concepts in 
terms of the history of ideas and in terms of their political impact, 
particularly during the years from the beginning of the 1930s to 
the end of the war in 1945. Götz concludes that there were obvious 
structural and genealogical similarities between Volksgemeinschaft and 
folkhem but that the differences between their ideological contexts led 
to fundamental dissimilarities in terms of objectives and concrete po-
litical action. He emphasises, for instance, that ethnic affiliation never 
figured as a fundamental element in the Swedish folkhem project in the 
way it did in the Third Reich. The various kinds of exclusion from the 
community that occurred in Sweden (most notably in the matter of 
sterilisation) were motivated more by utilitarian factors than by race. 
In essence, it was a matter of two distinct social systems, which may 
have shared some elements of ideological vocabulary but in which 
the actualisation of the social and political order took place under 
different normative signs.47

The conclusion that Götz reaches in his important study positions 
Sweden in the overarching international context I sketched at the start. 
His work supports the view that the Swedish social model in the 1930s 
and 1940s should be seen as representative of the liberal-democratic 
alternative. Despite being quite clearly related to other ideological al-
ternatives – fascism and communism – it constituted a coherent form 
of society that was distinct from the others in decisive ways. National 
Socialism was, however, ever present as a competing vision or mirage, 
as a challenge or appeal, as a manifest and confusing threat.48

This approach – studying the ideological and social development 
of Sweden against a background of Nazism – has been rare among 
Swedish scholars. Not, however, completely absent. Ulf Lindström 
cited a whole series of social and political reasons to explain the lim-
ited parliamentary success of the National Socialists. One reason was 
that the Nazi organisations lost many of their potential voters when 
Bondeförbundet (the Farmers’ League) and Allmänna valmansför-
bundet (the General Electoral League) proceeded to adapt elements of 
their own rhetoric and ideology rather than confront the extreme right 
directly. Thus the established right-wing parties, in order to protect 
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fundamental Swedish social values, opposed the fascist and Nazi 
movements.49 Alf W. Johansson has argued that the consolidation of 
the Social Democrats’ political position during the 1930s has to be seen 
in the context of the threat from National Socialism. The ideology of 
community they promoted was not only intended to strengthen social 
integration but also to respond directly to the Nazi challenge: ‘The indi-
rect implication of [the prime minister] Per Albin’s ideological message 
to the Swedish people during the 1930s was that there was nothing 
that the Nazis could achieve by dictatorship in Germany that the Social 
Democrats in Sweden could not achieve by democracy. It would, in short, 
demonstrate that fascism was superfluous in a country like Sweden.’50

To recapitulate: Nazism was very clearly present in Sweden in the 
1930s and 1940s, but it was a political movement with numerically 
limited support and its organised groupings lacked any major influ-
ence. There is nevertheless every reason to believe that, viewed as a 
collective experience, National Socialism had far-reaching significance. 
Nazism was able to engage its age as few other phenomena have done. 
Politicians and trades unionists, journalists and media people, authors, 
artists and academics – all of them watched the development of events 
in the Germany of the 1930s with foreboding. There were undoubtedly 
some people who felt the attraction of Nazism as a political model 
and who went to great lengths to gloss over the excesses of the Third 
Reich, but there were significantly more people who were horrified by 
what the Social Democratic finance minister, Ernst Wigforss, called ‘the 
darkness on the horizon’. It is no exaggeration to claim that National 
Socialism was something that everyone who was politically conscious, 
regardless of profession or preference, had to relate to. Indeed, it was 
something that the vast majority had to take a stance on, whether that 
stance was one of reluctantly waiting and watching or one of passion-
ate engagement. Some saw it as part of a greater crisis of capitalism, 
humanism and the Western world; for others Nazism in itself over-
shadowed everything. These reactions summoned up a powerful and 
emotional involvement that lived on beyond the end of the war. The 
Nazi experience became a challenging memory.51

In the next section I shall move on to the post-Nazi period and begin 
to address the cardinal questions of this study: What happened after 
1945 when Nazism ceased to be a concrete threat or a competing form 
of society? How was the immediate past interpreted? What significance 
did the experience of National Socialism have for the postwar ideo-
logical climate? In short, what conclusions were drawn from the Nazi 
experience?
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A Post-Nazi World

The Nazi era came to an end in 1945 but the Nazi experience remained 
very much alive. The move from conflict and war to the processing and 
settling of accounts took place in the middle of the 1940s, the point that 
Mark Mazower has called the ‘the century’s watershed’. It is tempting 
to see a movement from war to peace, from ruin to welfare, from dicta-
torship to democracy during that decade. Even if that is a generalisation 
that can hardly be said to hold true for the whole of Europe, Mazower 
is right to suggest that the period forms a kind of transitional decade in 
the history of the twentieth century. It is quite possible to hold that view 
without denying the great sweep of continuity that links the interwar 
period with the postwar period. A number of the political and social 
movements that had cut deep furrows during the first decades of the 
century reached the end of the road at this point. During the final phase 
of the war a change of direction occurred in many fields and a new 
future was charted.52

In 1990 Hans Magnus Enzensberger stated that there was a lack of ex-
haustive analyses of the early postwar years and he went on: ‘Memory 
of that period is incomplete and provincial in so far as it has not been 
completely lost as a result of repression or nostalgia.’ While the first 
half of the 1940s is one of the most thoroughly researched periods in 
modern history, the second half of the decade has fallen by the wayside. 
There was a long period when it bucked historians’ accepted reading 
of the twentieth century and was viewed as a short-lived interregnum 
between the Second World War and the Cold War. Latterly, however, 
it has been possible to discern signs of a marked change affecting re-
search into contemporary history. With the end of the Cold War and the 
transformation of the continent of Europe, questions suddenly began 
to be asked about the development of postwar Europe. People began 
to look at the years immediately after 1945, the short period during 
which the devastated continent with its polarised climate of opinion 
was transformed into a stable order with a notable degree of ideological 
conformity within each of the two Cold War blocks.53

This section begins with an overall characterisation of the significant 
trends in Western Europe in the years after 1945. Following on from 
this international contextualisation I shall focus on the early postwar 
period in Sweden. In this context it will become obvious that the ap-
proaches taken to Swedish history have taken very little account of the 
experiences of Nazism. After a general historiographical discussion I 
shall turn my attention to the small number of approaches that are most 
directly linked to the problem sphere of the current study, that is to 
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say, experiences of Nazism and the lessons that follow on from those 
experiences. 

The Watershed of the Century

The upheavals in the wake of the war affected all sectors of society. In 
the work of reconstruction, which got under way very quickly, it was 
not just a case of combating the immediate material and human needs 
but also of realising the idea of the welfare state in its various guises. 
In large parts of Western Europe this occurred within the framework 
of the reestablishment of parliamentary democracy with firmer social 
and judicial foundations than during the interwar period. During 
the very first years after 1945 the foundations of the postwar world 
were laid everywhere and they would define the direction for several 
decades to come, indeed, not infrequently through to the 1970s and 
1980s.54

It would be some time before historians set about characterising the 
new political order that took shape after 1945.55 The general historici-
sation of the postwar period that has gathered pace since the end of 
the Cold War has, however, resulted in a much more comprehensive 
body of research material. In a number of articles the historian Martin 
Conway has drawn together the threads and summed up Western 
European development. He writes: ‘The most striking feature of post-
war Western Europe is the remarkable uniformity of its political struc-
tures.’ The uniformity of the postwar period stood in sharp contrast to 
the overcrowded ideological landscape of the age between the wars. 
The cataclysmic experiences had led to a revitalisation and redefinition 
of the concept of democracy as a structure underpinning society. As 
late as the 1930s there was still a whole series of competing options 
as to the form that government by the people might take; after 1945 
support for liberal democracy was almost unanimous. In major coun-
tries like France and Italy suffrage was now extended to women for the 
first time. Conway points out that within the course of just a few early 
postwar years democracy established itself as the sole political model 
in virtually the whole of Western Europe.56

The background to this remarkable metamorphosis has been sought 
in a variety of areas. One interpretation has emphasised the signifi-
cance of the victorious Anglo-Saxon alliance; another argues that it 
was only with the arrival of the Cold War that democracy took root in 
Western Europe. A third interpretation takes a more social perspective: 
an exhausted population, sick of revolutionary ideologies and the dev-
astation of war, gave its support to parliamentary democracy after 1945 
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since that model seemed best able to combine political stability with 
economic prosperity.57

None of these explanations is without justification, but they say 
nothing about the most fundamental precondition for the rebirth and 
establishment of liberal democracy, which was the demise of author-
itarian nationalism. The historian Stanley G. Payne uses the generic 
concept ‘authoritarian nationalism’ for fascism, right-wing radicalism 
and anti-democratic conservatism. These ideological currents had 
formed a heterogeneous block in many European countries from the 
time of Mussolini’s coming to power in Italy in 1922 to Hitler’s suicide 
in Germany in 1945. In spite of internecine rivalry, authoritarian nation-
alism had occupied an important political space in Europe during these 
decades, all the way from Salazar’s Portugal and Antonescu’s Romania 
to the Estonia of Päts and the Norway of Quisling. It had begun to take 
shape during the last two decades of the nineteenth century but it was 
the First World War that acted as the organisational and ideological cat-
alyst. In virtually every European country it offered a real alternative 
from the beginning of the 1930s, with a full panoply of political parties, 
paramilitary units and popular movements.58

The end of the Second World War signalled a defeat for authori-
tarian nationalism – a defeat that virtually amounted to annihilation. 
Autocratic conservative regimes with their roots in the interwar years 
would continue to rule the Iberian peninsula until the middle of the 
1970s, but in the rest of Europe the anti-democratic right had lost all its 
attraction. The total downfall of Fascist Italy and, even more, of Nazi 
Germany in 1945 had utterly discredited that particular ideological 
alternative.59 The historian François Furet has given a succinct and 
pithy summary of how the end of the war undermined all future fascist 
aspirations:

Since the wars of religion history offers few examples of a political ide-
ology, defeated by arms, which has then become the utter and absolute 
taboo that fascist ideology has become. And yet this ideology grew and 
triumphed in two of the most civilised countries in Europe, Italy and 
Germany. Before it became an anathema it had been the hope of many 
intellectuals, including some of the most prominent among them. But by 
the end of the war it only existed in a demonic form, and that will cer-
tainly ensure that it survives for a long time, but only by immortalising 
those who defeated it.60 

The stigmatising of the whole fascist sphere took a variety of forms 
during the early postwar period. In many countries party members and 
sympathisers were put on trial – when they were not subjected to more 
direct lynch law. The judicial processes were frequently linked to media 
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and political campaigns with an anti-fascist import.61 Outright purges 
of the administration, education system and armed forces were carried 
out in many places, above all in the occupied zones of Germany, though 
more recent research has revealed that continuity remained strong 
within many professions. The new party landscape that emerged after 
the war mirrored these changes. The Nazi and fascist parties showed 
no signs of success in any of the general elections they were permitted 
to stand in during the second half of the 1940s.62

The rejection of authoritarian nationalism should be seen as one el-
ement in the more profound transformation of the ideological terrain. 
Research into this process, both in terms of detail and in terms of its 
overarching traits, is far from complete, but it is nevertheless possible 
to pick out certain general trends. 

During the 1940s Western European conservatism underwent pro-
found changes. On the one hand the defeat of authoritarian nationalism 
delivered a mortal blow to the kind of traditional, non-democratic con-
servatism which had occupied a strong position in many countries even 
during the 1930s. It was swept along in the downfall of fascism and 
was never able to compete in terms of public popularity in the postwar 
period. To an extent, therefore, there is good reason to talk of a wave 
critical of conservatism in the aftermath of the war. On the other hand, 
democratic conservatism enjoyed a renaissance in continental Europe 
during the same period. Moderation was the new virtue, a desire for 
stability and for the simple everyday virtues. In West Germany, the 
Benelux countries, Italy and Austria, the newly founded Christian 
Democrat parties could capitalise on this. By working for a Western 
orientation, a social market economy and a welfare state based on 
Christian family values, they were able to gather those with right-wing 
sympathies into a major parliamentary grouping. Taken as a whole, 
it is possible to see how the supporters of authoritarian nationalism 
were marginalised and the conservative tendency was confined to the 
democratic domain.63

Communism enjoyed increased support in the years following 1945, 
largely because of the victory of the Soviet Union in the Second World 
War and the prominent part played by communists in the wartime re-
sistance movements. Communism remained an important factor in the 
political and cultural life of France and Italy for much of the postwar 
period; in the rest of Western Europe, however, strongly anti-com-
munist attitudes had developed as early as the end of the 1940s. The 
Prague Coup, the Berlin Blockade, the Korean War and other signifi-
cant chapters in the early history of the Cold War helped undermine 
communism.64
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The position of liberalism during the first postwar decade was also 
in direct relationship to experiences during the preceding decade. 
Classic economic liberalism – laissez-faire liberalism – had lost its 
shine in Europe after the Second World War. The serious social con-
sequences of the depression between the wars had undermined the 
idea of capitalism and caused a planned economy to appear to be the 
best way to organise society. Consequently both the left and the right 
rejected economic individualism and preached state intervention.65 At 
the same time as increasing state intervention, the trend in the judicial 
and political spheres was to promote the primacy of the individual. 
Experiences of totalitarian regimes, above all experiences of Nazism, 
led to a re-evaluation of the individual’s place in society. In declarations 
and in new constitutions the inalienable character of the rights and free-
doms of citizens was affirmed.66

The tectonic shifts in the ideological geography of Western Europe in 
the postwar years can thus be linked to experiences of the challenge of 
totalitarianism during the 1930s and 1940s. The triumph of liberal de-
mocracy in the years after 1945 must be viewed in this light. Generally 
speaking, the rubric ‘the decade of transition’ is justified. The 1940s 
stand out as the unambiguous watershed in the ideological century, the 
decade which marked a rapid change of direction.67

Sweden in the Wake of the Second World War

There are good reasons for seeing the 1940s as a crossroads in the twen-
tieth-century history of Europe. The question is whether that is also 
true of Sweden. Unlike the situation in the great majority of European 
countries, the end of the war did not signal a great upheaval for Swedish 
society: it was not necessary to restore parliamentary democracy, no 
great constitutional reform occurred and no collaborators were put on 
trial. Industries, infrastructure and institutions were intact. The national 
coalition that had governed Sweden since December 1939 was replaced 
by a purely Social Democratic government in the summer of 1945. The 
undramatic nature of this process is underlined by the fact that the 
same man – Per Albin Hansson – was the prime minister before, during 
and after the Second World War. This provides us with one important 
explanation as to why the scholarly treatment of Swedish history in the 
early postwar period has followed a different course from much of the 
international work.68

The research that exists on the early postwar years is divided and 
not very comprehensive. A couple of areas have been well covered but 
they are often kept separate from one another and, even more than is 
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the case for the years between the wars, there are few that offer a syn-
thesis.69 The general surveys of the period that do exist have tended to 
have a social science orientation and frequently take the 1930s as their 
starting point. They emphasise the economic crisis and the socio-polit-
ical offensive or the rise of the Social Democrats to power and changes 
in the labour market.70

Given their focus, these studies are of no more than subordinate 
interest to this study. They are, however, indirectly interesting in that 
they credit neither the Nazi experience nor the Second World War with 
any decisive significance for the direction taken by Sweden. This is also 
true of the lion’s share of the scholarly literature on the early postwar 
period. It is no exaggeration to state that the history of the develop-
ments that occurred in the aftermath of the war has been written as 
though the ideological, political and armed struggle of the preceding 
years lacked all significance for Sweden.71

This tendency is marked in those areas scholarly work has tended 
to concentrate on. A discussion of three of the most significant fields 
– postwar economic planning, the orientation of foreign policy and 
the intellectual debate – might help to exemplify and demonstrate the 
manner in which the immediate postwar period has been linked with 
the crises and catastrophes of the 1930s and 1940s.

The economic and political planning in preparation for the postwar 
period has been the subject of thorough studies. Leif Lewin’s thesis 
on the planned economy debate remains the baseline study in that 
field. He traces the discussions of the topic from the First World War 
onwards while focusing in particular on the 1940s. He locates the Social 
Democrat acceptance of the ideology of the planned economy at the 
start of the 1930s, at which point liberal thinking was still putting up 
a marked resistance. Under the clouds of war, however, they closed 
ranks in support of a war economy. According to Lewin, the Social 
Democrat strategy at the end of the war took the form of a drive to-
wards a planned economy, a drive that had as its overriding aim the 
realisation of a programme that in all essentials had been conceived in 
the 1930s. He describes the planned economy debate of the late 1940s as 
a domestic ideological accommodation between social democracy and 
the bourgeois groupings.72 

The studies of postwar planning by Lewin and others are interest-
ing because they illustrate a tendency conspicuous in research into 
the immediate postwar era: the parenthesis thesis, by which I mean that 
the Second World War and Nazism were seen as parentheses in the 
social development of Sweden and that consequently there is no reason 
to reflect on the impact of the war years on the postwar world. This 
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commonly held view was in line with that held by the prime minister 
himself. Per Albin Hansson saw the Second World War as an anom-
aly in terms of the development of society, a regression that had to be 
survived. The government was compelled to invest in armaments and 
military enterprises rather than social welfare. The war was considered 
to be a distraction from the work of realising the welfare state.73 And 
in a similar way, the experiences of Nazism and the Second World War 
have seldom been considered as relevant to the reforms that were in-
troduced in the first decades of the postwar period. In any research on 
the welfare state the Second World War has not constituted a significant 
turning point.

Swedish foreign and security policy is another central chapter in 
the historiography of the early postwar period. A bibliographical 
survey of the field carried out in 1997 came up with something ap-
proaching three hundred titles. One recurring idea is that the period 
was a formative one. During the second half of the 1940s, for instance, 
decisions were taken that decisively defined the direction of Swedish 
foreign and defence policy for the postwar period: cooperation with 
our Nordic neighbours, the rebuilding of continental Europe, entry 
into the United Nations, the formulation of the policy of neutrality in 
a new world order stamped by the Cold War.74 The majority of the his-
tory and political science studies produced in this area have taken the 
form of surveys charting the policies followed. From my perspective 
it is striking how rarely these studies have looked at postwar politics 
in the context of the defence and foreign policy experiences of the 
decades before 1945.75 

The situation is rather different in the case of research into Swedish 
relations with Europe. Den ståndaktiga nationalstaten (The Persistent 
Nation State) by the historian Mikael af Malmborg is the standard 
work on Sweden’s attitude to Western European integration during 
its first phase. The picture he gives us is of a country that was to some 
extent prepared to review its international orientation. The change 
of direction meant that an older, European internationalism gave 
way to engagement with the Nordic countries and eventually with 
the United Nations. The author argues that the totalitarian epoch had 
led to the Swedish working-class movement distancing itself from 
the continent. The aim instead had been to promote the interaction of 
welfare ideology and the politics of neutrality with a national frame-
work.76 His general conclusions are shared by others working in the 
same area. The historian Bo Stråth has taken up this question in a 
series of studies. He describes how the internationalism of the 1920s 
was channelled into an engagement with Europe, which, however, 
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as the interwar years passed, was replaced by aversion, not least in 
the form of anti-papist propaganda. Experiences during the Second 
World War reinforced this antipathy. Taking a rhetorical image from 
Kurt Schumacher, Europe stood out as a bastion of conservatism, 
Catholicism and cartels.77 

In terms of the history of ideas the immediate postwar period has 
not been given anything like the detailed scholarly attention given to 
political and economic history. By and large there is a no man’s land 
between the war years and the early 1950s. A telling example of this 
is provided by Svensk idéhistoria (Swedish History of Ideas) by Tore 
Frängsmyr, a historian of science, in which the substantial chapter 
‘During Two World Wars (1914–1945)’ is followed, as we would expect, 
by ‘The Postwar Period (1945–2000)’. But this latter chapter actually 
starts with the rationalism and progress of the 1950s, leaving the second 
half of the 1940s to disappear into an abyss between two epochs.78 That 
said, however, there are nevertheless a number of significant studies of 
the intellectual and cultural climate in the years following the Second 
World War. Anders Frenander, a historian of ideas, has concluded that 
there were no real debates on the cultural pages of the newspapers 
during the first postwar years but that the strength of anti-communist 
opinion was marked. Existentialism, totalitarianism and the Third Way 
were other important themes.79 So there is no lack of a broader picture 
onto which historical observations could be pinned but, just as in the 
case of research into postwar economic planning and the orientation of 
foreign policy, aspects arising from the history of ideas or from cultural 
history are not linked to the ideological explosion that took place in the 
first half of the 1940s.

To summarise, I would argue that the perspective taken by research 
into the early postwar years in Sweden was one in which experiences 
of Nazism do not seem to have been considered significant. As with 
my study, a great deal centred on analyses of constituent moments, de-
bates or turning points that essentially defined the outcome for a long 
time. This is despite the manifest difference between my approach and 
the one that has often been dominant. The first years after 1945 have 
been seen as a discrete, semi-enclosed period, open in a forward direc-
tion but with the preceding period being little more than a backdrop. 
The reasons for a pattern of action or a period of development have 
been sought in the immediately contemporary period (as in the case 
of Sweden at a crossroads in foreign policy terms) or in a continuing 
debate which happened to reach a pitch of particular intensity in the 
second half of the 1940s (as in the case of Lewin’s study of the debate 
about a planned economy). But the postwar crossroads has not been 
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seen as the response to a challenge, as the reaction to what had hap-
pened, or as a conclusion drawn from historical experience.

This, then, is where the present study differs from most Swedish 
research dealing with the same period. An important though unstated 
premise in existing studies is that the Swedes quickly left Nazism 
behind. Sweden was never dragged into the war, never suffered inva-
sion and, additionally, the domestic Nazi organisations lacked any kind 
of political influence. Seen from this point of view, Nazism was in many 
ways a non-experience. 

This basic assumption, more implicit than expressly formulated, has 
affected the direction of research into the early postwar period. It has 
seemed natural for Swedish historians to ask different questions from 
those being asked by much of the international scholarly community 
in recent years. But this view of Sweden and Nazism conflicts radically 
with the great bulk of the results produced by the scholarly work of 
the 1990s and the 2000s. The most significant conclusion I could draw 
from the foregoing section was precisely the role that Nazism did play 
in Sweden before and during the Second World War. The Nazi parties 
were small, that’s true, and their concrete political influence was lim-
ited, but Nazism was nevertheless something which many people took 
very seriously as an alternative form of society and which prompted 
real ideological mobilisation. From this point of view Nazism was a 
key experience.

So very present during the interwar period, so very absent during the 
postwar period: it is remarkable that this change to a post-Nazi world 
was scarcely of any interest to Swedish historians. What did it mean 
once National Socialism was no longer a living threat? What traces did 
the Nazi experience leave behind? How was the postwar ideological 
pattern influenced by the experiences of Nazism?80

Having said this, there is a small number of studies that touch on 
these questions, the viewpoint adopted being one that forms a bridge 
between experiences of Nazism and the trends during the period 
after 1945. In 1984 the Scandinavianist Radko Kejzlar published an 
overlooked study of wartime and postwar Swedish literature. He was 
one of the few to follow up the traces of the war in the cultural life 
of Sweden. He pointed out that the years 1939–1945 rarely figured in 
Swedish literature before the end of the 1960s. Kejzlar argued that two 
groupings emerged during the war, one being a humanistic demo-
cratic group and the other a neutralist. This bipartite division would 
continue into the postwar period. Authors like Eyvind Johnson, Pär 
Lagerkvist and Vilhelm Moberg held the banner of activist humanism 
high whereas the majority of writers of the 1950s cultivated a literature 
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that was defeatist and escapist. At the beginning of the 1960s political 
engagement came to the fore and Kejzlar sees this as partly being pen-
ance for the lapses and omissions of wartime. It was not until towards 
the end of the 1960s that the policies of the ‘years on stand-by’ were 
subjected to close scrutiny.81

The thesis on anti-Semitism in Sweden after 1945 by Henrik Bachner, 
a historian of ideas, took up related questions. In his analysis of the 
press reactions to the murder of Folke Bernadotte in 1948 he established 
that the assassination gave rise to markedly anti-Jewish reactions in cer-
tain quarters, but that they were limited to a minority of Swedish public 
opinion. ‘Even though Nazi crimes had discredited anti-Semitism, the 
taboo on anti-Jewish views at this time [the late 1940s] had not yet 
attained the absolute force that became evident during the 1950s and 
1960s’, Bachner writes. He then concludes: ‘In their minds many people 
were still living in the political culture that existed before the Second 
World War when anti-Jewish attitudes and ideas were relatively accept-
able’.82 His studies of book publishing and social debate in the 1950s 
and 1960s reveal that the Swedish image of Israel was overwhelmingly 
positive. Even if prejudice did flourish, anti-Jewish attitudes were very 
rare in publicly expressed opinion. The transition has to be seen as a re-
action to the Holocaust, but how the extermination of the Jews affected 
the attitudes of the postwar world remains to be fully examined.83

Both Kejzlar and Bachner were dealing with important questions 
but the significance of the Nazi experience did not constitute a central 
problem for either of them. If we limit our horizon to well-qualified 
reflections on the effect National Socialism had on Sweden, there are 
no more than a handful of contributions to be taken into account. And 
those that do exist tend to be sketches rather than systematically con-
ducted investigations.

Svante Nordin, the historian of ideas, has suggested that a consen-
sus came into being during the early postwar years. Influential Social 
Democratic politicians, cultural-radical intellectuals and liberal social 
reformers gathered around what were called ‘the ideas of 1945’, a cul-
tural and social vision for the postwar era. They united in defence of 
rationalism, democracy and the Enlightenment and they closed ranks 
in support of the growing welfare state and the Swedish model. Nordin 
gives a pregnant summary of the trends visible in the early postwar 
period in Sweden.84 What remains unclear, however, is precisely how 
the emergence of this dominant tendency should be interpreted; there 
is a risk that ‘the ideas of 1945’ are simply a refinement of ‘the ideas 
of 1789’. There is a temptation to see this current of ideas as being 
at one and the same time an incarnation of the inheritance from the 
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Enlightenment together with the absolute converse of totalitarian ways 
of thought. In my view, what is needed is a more precise definition 
of the political and intellectual import of these ideas, not least in the 
form of a thorough discussion of the relationship between the emerging 
outlook and the historical experiences.

The scholar who has given the most profound thought to this rela-
tionship – the after-effects of Nazism in postwar Sweden – is Alf W. 
Johansson. His view is that the ideological conflicts of the war years 
and the standpoint taken in terms of realpolitik provided the basis 
for the postwar discourse in Sweden. ‘Neutrality’, Johansson writes, 
‘was not only the self-imposed security policy during the war, it also 
created a mentality’. It was a perception of self that was reinforced in 
the immediate postwar years when the paradigm of small-state realism 
– the idea that Sweden, as a small state, had had no alternative than to 
yield to the aggressive great power – was elevated to a universal truth. 
Johansson’s view is that with the passing of time this caused a split in 
Swedish consciousness: on the one hand, any criticism of the wartime 
national leadership was rejected as being a manifestation of naïve and 
irresponsible idealism; on the other hand, there was the development 
of an almost pathological fear of viewing Swedish policies in the per-
spective that became the dominant one on the continent – a struggle 
between democracy and dictatorship, humanity and inhumanity, good 
and evil.85

Small-state realism gave moral legitimacy to the doctrine of neu-
trality, the foremost advocate of which was Östen Undén, the foreign 
minister. Once peace was enthroned as the highest of all values Sweden 
had – by definition – been right to stay out of the war. As a consequence 
of this, the war years were rarely discussed during the 1950s and 1960s. 
All eyes were fixed on the future and history had no lessons to offer. The 
drive for modernity overrode everything else in the Swedish perception 
of self and the war years appeared to be an insignificant pause in the 
realisation of the most modern of societies. The freedom of publication 
legislation of 1949 and the debate about the planned economy were 
certainly regarded as direct consequences of the war but, apart from 
that, the war left no very deep traces. Johansson continues, however:

But having said this, it has to simultaneously be pointed out – and this is 
paradoxical – that in its efforts to become the ideal country of modern-
ism Sweden turned itself on a more profound level into the antithesis of 
everything Nazism had stood for. The development of Swedish society 
was in itself a repudiation of Nazi values. If the Nazi ideal was constructed 
around the strong heroic individual and that individual’s powerful de-
velopment, Sweden structured itself as a country designed for the needs 
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of the weak and the handicapped. […] In that respect one might argue 
that Sweden became the most anti-fascist society in the world.86 

Alf W. Johansson returns to similar kinds of interpretation in other 
contexts. In his book Herbert Tingsten och det kalla kriget (Herbert 
Tingsten and the Cold War) he provides a characterisation of the ideo-
logical geography that took shape after 1945. In his opinion there was 
virtually universal support for anti-fascism and anti-communism in 
Western Europe and the U.S.A. The dystopian perception of these two 
meant that parts of the ideological field were anathemised and, of the 
two, anti-fascism became the consensus ideology par excellence, its core 
elements being its opposition to racism, dictatorship, nationalism, hi-
erarchy and symbolism. The dominance of anti-fascism not only made 
any resurrection of National Socialism impossible, it also led to many 
of the ideas of traditional conservatism being tainted. Nation, church, 
respect for authority, society as an organism – after the Second World 
War all of these concepts were loaded with connotations that made 
them ideologically unusable. In a similar way, anti-communism con-
tributed to the ostracising of the representatives of left-wing radicalism, 
although anti-communism was never as all-pervasive as anti-fascism. 
The shock waves that emanated from Nazism shook the very core of 
liberal society, Johansson asserts, and he argues that the postwar ide-
ologies of Western Europe can consequently be seen as variants of the 
anti-fascist consensus.87

As with Svante Nordin, Alf W. Johansson’s associative, virtually 
essayistic, manner of writing helps to broaden the horizon and open up 
new perspectives in a fruitful way, but at the same time it does mean 
that many questions are left unanswered. And one frequently finds 
oneself seeking in vain for the empirical basis on which conclusions 
rest. Furthermore, there is the problem that the distinction between 
self-perception and outer reality is not always adhered to. It is not evi-
dent, for instance, whether Sweden was really the most modern state in 
the world or whether that was no more than the image it had of itself. 
And that in its turn has to do with an unclear concept of modernisation 
in which the modern becomes identical to the ideals that formed the 
bedrock of postwar Sweden.88

The arguments put forward by Nordin and Johansson stimulate 
many questions. The most fundamental of these are how we should 
understand the Swedish experiences of National Socialism: what does 
the concept of experience actually mean and what is the content of this 
particular experience? How should we analyse the way the experiences 
of Nazism and the origin of the dominant postwar order relate to one 
another? 
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Cardinal Points

In the previous section I have been dealing with the area of tension 
between the historical context and the debate concerning historio-
graphical research. Two lines of argument have been clear: in the first 
place, in Sweden as in the rest of Europe Nazism was a pervasive and 
significant reality up to the end of the Second World War, an ideological 
alternative that virtually anyone who was politically or intellectually 
conscious had to adopt a position on; secondly, it seems that hardly 
anyone has reflected on the meaning of the Nazi experience and the 
conclusions drawn from it during the postwar period even though a 
great deal of intellectual effort has been devoted to determining how 
Sweden related to National Socialism. 

The Historical Problems

The primary task of this study is to analyse the Swedish experiences of 
Nazism and the lessons that arose from them in the wake of the Second 
World War. That objective can be broken down into more circumscribed 
historical problems. Since they are linked in a sort of logical progres-
sion, it seems sensible that the disposition of this book should relate to 
them.

The first problem has to do with the Nazi experience itself. It is im-
portant at the start to define the concept of experience more closely and 
to discuss in terms of principles the form of historical understanding 
that it relates to. This I do in Chapter II. The chapter begins with a 
theoretical discussion, which then moves into a more concrete analysis 
of the history of the concept, all of this being viewed in a wider inter-
national context. Thus at this early stage a bridge is built between the 
theoretical basis of the study and its empirical investigations.

The next problem involves analysing the conclusions that resulted 
from the Nazi experience in the wake of the war. The three chapters 
that follow are devoted to that topic at the same time as the enquiries 
proceed to deepen our understanding of the experience itself. Chapter 
III concentrates on the most immediate confrontation with Nazism 
after the coming of peace. Right from the start this chapter offers sup-
port for the view that stigmatisation was not restricted to Nazis in the 
narrow sense – indeed, the reverse is true, the Nazi experience having 
generated profound lessons that affected the ideological landscape and 
warped cultural orientation. In Chapter IV I then turn the spotlight 
on the emergence of what might be called the ‘ideas of 1945’. My aim 
here, at the point where versions of the experiences of the past intersect 
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with projections of the future, is to analyse how the Nazi experience 
gave rise to a lesson that played a part in two significant but dissimilar 
debates of the 1940s and 1950s: educational reform and the renaissance 
of natural law. The ideological tendency visible in both of these de-
bates went hand in hand with a cultural reorientation. Following on 
from that I consequently concentrate on the German cultural sphere in 
the aftermath of the war, in particular the orientation away from ‘the 
German’ that took place during this period. Chapters III–V, which form 
the empirical core of this study, analyse the way the lessons of Nazism 
contributed to the formation of the political, cultural and intellectual 
order of postwar Sweden. My consistent aim is to connect the Swedish 
experiences with points of international comparison. 

The final problem involves the deeper implications of the experi-
ence of Nazism during the postwar period. In my final chapter both 
chronology and perspective are opened up. The conclusions reached 
up to that point form the basis of a more general characterisation of the 
connection between the Nazi experience and the postwar ideological 
territory. And at the same time I discuss the social location and his-
torical transformation of those lessons during the second half of the 
twentieth century. 

My fundamental historical-theoretical view (which is discussed 
more fully in Chapter II) should make it possible for this study to 
be more than an analysis of ‘the image of Nazism’, ‘the discourse of 
Nazism’, and so on. Rather than that, the general problem will con-
sider how people after the events live and orient themselves in the 
light of profound historical experiences. The centre of gravity of this 
study is thus neither the experience of Nazism nor the emergence of 
the postwar ideological order but the interplay between them – the 
lessons of Nazism.

The setting of my study is the aftermath of the Second World War. 
In a chronological sense, then, it means that I am mainly concentrating 
on the period between the last years of the war and the time around 
1950. The point of departure is motivated by the profound changes 
brought about by the end of the war: Nazism no longer constituted a 
living threat, planning in readiness for the postwar period really accel-
erated and the process of confronting the immediate past began. It is 
more difficult to settle on an end point and in this respect I am allowing 
myself a greater degree of flexibility. In the majority of cases the direct 
settling of accounts with National Socialism was already over by the 
end of the 1940s and new problems, the Cold War being not the least 
of them, caused a shift in public focus. There are cases, however, where 
there are good reasons for following the debates and tracing the ideas 
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through into the 1950s. And in the last chapter the discussion is broad-
ened further to include most of the postwar era – indeed, in certain 
cases, all of it.

History, the historian Ingvar Andersson once said in a wonderful 
phrase, ‘should include the play of all the forces’. It is a great dream, 
and an unachievable one. Every study has its own particular emphasis 
and in my case it is the history of ideas. That does not imply that I am 
using intellectual history or Geistesgeschichte in a narrow sense and thus 
only giving space to the grand ideas, but it does mean that my orienta-
tion is towards intellectual traditions, ideological pronouncements and 
cognitive concepts, frequently in their more conscious and articulated 
versions. What it is concerned with, then, is opinion formation, percep-
tions, clashes of ideas in the public sphere where the agents are mainly 
the various elites of modern society: opinion formers, intellectual, po-
litical and artistic writers. The book also contains significant elements 
of what we might call political cultural history. What I am referring 
to here is partly the interweaving of political and cultural life which 
stands at the centre of certain parts of the book, partly the broader con-
text of opinion (experiences, processing, memories) that was certainly 
not always put into words but which nevertheless underpinned the 
ideological order.89

Anyone involved in carrying out research into the twentieth cen-
tury risks drowning in the abundance of material that the century left 
behind. The only salvation is to have what the Germans call Mut zur 
Lücke – the courage to be selective. But the selection must never be arbi-
trary, it must be determined by the historical problems. 

The Comparative Perspective

This is a study of Sweden seen in a wider international context. Swedish 
empiricism provides the foundation of the historical analysis and many 
of the concrete investigations proceed from Swedish circumstances. The 
interpretations, however, are consistently related to the wider world. 
Consequently it is a study in which comparisons play an important part 
even though they may not take the form of systematic and symmetrical 
comparisons between Sweden and any other equivalent country.

My ambition, rather, is to bring ‘the Swedish’ into a wider European 
space. By doing so, Europe – used here in a pragmatic analytic sense, 
not an ideological or metaphysical one – will become a sort of heuristic 
background against which Sweden will stand out. Since the end of the 
Cold War more historians have been criticising the fact that for far too 
long the history of Europe has been the history of the big countries 
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of Western Europe. There is justification for that view. In my case, 
however, it is not a matter of placing Swedish history in relation to the 
overarching pattern of European development: had that been the case 
I would have needed to structure in a wide range of south, central and 
eastern European coordinates. My aim, rather, is to place the history of 
Sweden in relief and to pin down its distinctive character while at the 
same time finding approaches that can illuminate the Swedish case.90

In practice my focus will often be on Germany/West Germany, but 
on occasion it will shift to other points of comparison in north-western 
Europe. There are a number of reasons why Germany should be at the 
centre of any comparison. Above all it is because of the special position 
of Germany in terms of twentieth century European history. It was the 
homeland of National Socialism and the country that once the war was 
over was most intensely involved in the processing of the Nazi expe-
rience. Herein lies an abundance of possibilities for comparison. Over 
and above that there are significant differences and similarities between 
Sweden and Germany in terms of their general historical development 
to make it possible to generate a striking contrast. Last but not least, 
there is the fact that historical literature about Germany in the period 
in question is very comprehensive. That is extremely useful for anyone 
wanting to make point by point comparisons.

Comparison with Germany opens up several rewarding perspec-
tives while simultaneously causing a variety of complications. The 
postwar situation of Germany provides an enormous contrast to that 
of Sweden. The institutions of politics and law were declared bankrupt, 
infrastructure and economy were shattered, material need and spiritual 
disorientation had reduced existence to a state of utter impoverishment. 
From 1945 to 1949 Germany was divided into an American, a British, 
a French and a Russian zone of occupation. The first three became the 
Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) in 1949 while the last-
named became the German Democratic Republic (East Germany) later 
the same year. Developments after the end of the war took the two 
societies in quite different directions: in the East there was the planned 
economy of a people’s democratic dictatorship, in the West the demo-
cratic free-market social state. From my point of view West Germany 
is undoubtedly the more interesting. During the early postwar period 
there were attempts there to interpret the experience of Nazism. This 
occurred, as in Sweden, within the framework of a liberal democratic 
ideology but, as a consequence of historical traditions and experiences, 
at times the outcomes were different.91

With the historian Jürgen Kocka as my stimulus I can define my 
comparative working method more closely. Kocka distinguishes four 
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functions that comparison can fulfil: the heuristic, the descriptive, the 
analytic and the paradigmatic. Comparison as heuristics implies histor-
ical thinking being enriched with new questions and ways of looking 
at things at the same time the historian being able to discover that im-
portant historical problems have been insufficiently investigated. This 
function is absolutely central in the case of my study, particularly in the 
opening and closing chapters, where the viewpoint has been allowed 
to open up. The descriptive aspect of comparison makes it possible 
to describe phenomena in a way that primarily highlights the distin-
guishing features. I make most use of this approach in my empirical 
chapters. The third of Kocka’s methodological possibilities is the an-
alytic. Comparative study almost always provides an opportunity to 
develop a line of thought as to the historical reasons for similarities and 
differences that have been discovered. This method is primarily used 
towards the end of my study. Finally Kocka talks of the paradigmatic 
advantages of comparison, its potential to elevate the observer above 
provincialism and open the road to alternative interpretations. Once 
again, it is mainly in my introductory and closing sections that this is 
brought into play.92 

It is not, however, my intention to stop short at the stage of having 
described the international background to Swedish events and ana-
lysed the effect that foreign impulses had on Sweden. My aim, with 
comparison as a tool, is to discuss Swedish experiences primarily in re-
lation to north-west European experiences and in particular to German 
experiences. To bring a medium-sized country – in this case Sweden 
– into a discussion of modern European history, which has all-too-often 
been based on no more than a couple of major powers, will undoubt-
edly enrich the discussion and introduce a level of multivocality. In that 
respect this study will not just make a contribution to Swedish history 
but also, to a very great extent, to international history.93

Historicising the Present

It would be possible to justify a study of this kind purely from the point 
of view of the discipline itself. The survey of research literature revealed 
significant lacunae in existing knowledge. The current profusion of 
specialist studies of Sweden between the wars stands in sharp contrast 
to the small number of studies of the early postwar period. Those that 
link the two epochs are even fewer, a fact that is particularly noticeable 
when compared with the international situation.

The power exerted by the Nazi experience on the minds of succeed-
ing generations means, however, that it can never just be an issue of 
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purely academic interest. For the individual historian, just as for the 
wider public, the motive for paying attention to National Socialism is 
virtually always something outside the discipline itself – something 
political, moral or existential. This is not something that is unique to 
Nazism, but it does apply to Nazism to a much greater extent than to 
anything else. That in turn means that it offers particular possibilities 
and poses particular challenges. It is possible on the one hand to for-
mulate a more elaborate and extensive motivation of the subject than is 
usually possible. On the other hand, the particular circumstances mean 
that a historicisation of Nazism brings with it serious complications.

In a frequently quoted article in the first number of the journal 
Vierteljahrshefte für Zeitgeschichte the historian Hans Rothfels discussed 
the concept of contemporary history. According to him Zeitgeschichte 
may be defined as ‘the epoch that has been experienced by those still 
alive and the scholarly study of that epoch’. Thus, and in contrast to a 
great deal of older history, contemporary history is not just the name 
of a historical period but also an active space for memory and experi-
ence.94 Rothfels’s definition has been criticised but has also served as 
inspiration. One obvious problem is that even epochs that are distant 
in time can have a tangible existence in the present: the significance 
of antiquity to Western Christendom is just one of many examples. In 
this regard the Egyptologist Jan Assmann has made a fundamental 
distinction between communicative memory and the cultural memory. 
Whereas the former applies to biographical, self-experienced memories 
within a limited temporal space, the latter takes the form of culturally 
transmitted memories which may have their origin in a distant past 
time.95 For the generations born before the Second World War National 
Socialism was both a communicative and a cultural memory. They had 
personal recollections of the Third Reich and these recollections had 
an enduring influence on their convictions. And their experiences were 
also collective experiences that were passed on through institutions, 
legal texts and public debate.

The experiences of National Socialism continued to leave deep traces 
on the postwar world. Conclusions reached during the second half of 
the 1940s survived that decade and are even now a significant element 
in the legacy of the twentieth century. The value of this study is thus 
not just that it reveals the significance of the Nazi experience and the 
lessons it has led to. It is also a contribution to the Swedish treatment of 
a central chapter of the modern history of Europe.

The stigmatisation of Nazism has had the effect of a stimulant on 
scholarly activity. Ever since the 1960s research into National Socialism 
has spread to include an ever wider range of topics and the time is long 
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past when an overview was a possibility.96 Simultaneously, however, 
the moral and ideological force of the denunciation of Nazism has com-
plicated a particular kind of historical approach – what we might call 
the historicisation of Nazism, fitting Nazism into its historical context. 
The discussion of that issue took off at the end of the 1980s thanks to a 
wide-ranging public correspondence between two historians, Martin 
Broszat and Saul Friedländer. Broszat urged historicisation, arguing 
that the harsh moral condemnation of the Third Reich hindered his-
torical insights. Friedländer countered his arguments with the warning 
that any normalisation of Nazism might, in a worst case scenario, serve 
as an invitation to relativise the Holocaust.97

Jörn Rüsen has examined the arguments involved in this discussion 
from the point of view of a theorist of history and has lifted them onto 
a general plane. He points out the contemporary history has always 
come up against problems of historicisation because the temporal prox-
imity of the object of study gives rise to criticism that such an approach 
is insufficiently historical in outlook. Rüsen questions the suppositions 
on which the objections are based, pointing out that history does not 
merely depend on temporal distance but also on whether the past 
relates in a meaningful and significant way to the present. Nazism cer-
tainly does so, both politically and existentially, more than most issues 
in modern history. The problem only arises if historicisation means the 
exclusion of all questions of norms from historical discussion. That is 
not something that either Broszat or Rüsen wanted: in spite of their 
differences they favoured approaches to Nazism that avoided both 
political instrumentalisation and moral detachment.98

I am in agreement with their position. In my case, however, the 
problem of historicisation is of a different and milder order since I am 
not concerned with Nazism in itself but with how the experiences of 
it played out in the world that came after. I do not need to confront 
directly the madness of the Nazis, I do not need to identify with the 
world and the life of the camp commandant. On the other hand, it is im-
portant for me to historicise the implications of the Nazi experience and 
to bring that experience into a more profound historical sphere. That 
might be interpreted as being a relativisation of National Socialism; in 
reality, however, it is a relativisation of a historical experience and the 
conclusions that were drawn from it.

Given that I support the moral anathematisation of National 
Socialism in the wake of the war, my difficulty consists in finding a 
point of departure for my critical analysis that does not simultaneously 
place me in a normative dilemma. My answer – which this study ex-
emplifies – is to rely on the proven virtues of wide contextualisation, 
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international comparisons, hermeneutic inspiration, coherent argu-
mentation and humanistic values. 
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